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The Virtual School Landscape
Most	people	think	of	“cyber”	charter	schools,	schools	
that	are	responsible	for	students’	entire	education	
there has been no shortage of solutions for improving the nation’s public 
schools. school leadership, teacher quality, standards, testing, funding, and 
a host of other issues have crowded reform agendas. but an important 
trend in public education has gone largely unnoticed in the cacophony of 
policy proposals: the rise of a completely new class of public schools—
“virtual” schools using the internet to create online classrooms—that is 
bringing about reforms that have long eluded traditional public schools. 











But	 the	majority	of	students	 learning	online	participate	 in	
“supplemental”	 virtual	 schooling	programs	 sponsored	by	
school	 districts,	 universities,	 consortia	 of	 schools	 or,	 as	
is	 many	 times	 the	 case,	 state	
departments	 of	 education.	
Because	 students	 can	 integrate	
courses	 from	 these	 programs	
into	 their	 traditional	 brick-
and-mortar	 	high	 schools,	
supplemental	 programs	 allow	
students	 to	 take	 online	 courses	
in	addition	to	their	regular	school-
based	courses.	Often,	the	virtual	
programs	 fill	 curriculum	 gaps,	
providing	 Advanced	 Placement	
and	 other	 courses	 that	 are	 not	


































































Often, the virtual programs fill curriculum 
gaps, providing Advanced Placement 
and other courses that are not available, 
or courses that help students make up 
credits for missed or failed classes. And 
it is these supplemental virtual programs 
that have the most important lessons to 
teach public school reformers.
























































































































of	 Education,	 all	 teachers	 are	 considered	 adjunct	 or	 part-
time	teachers,	with	pay	based	on	the	number	of	courses	and	
students	that	they	teach.16	Twenty-one	
percent	 have	 doctoral	 degrees,	 and	
all	 are	 certified	 to	 teach	 in	 Georgia.	
Many	of	them	would	not	be	teaching	
if	 it	 wasn’t	 for	 the	 virtual	 school	
option,	says	Kristie	Clements,	Georgia	
Virtual	 School	 program	 manager.	
“Sixty	 percent	 [of	 Georgia	 Virtual’s	
teachers]	 were	 stay-at-home	 moms,	
dads,	or	retirees,	many	of	whom	don’t	
usually	come	back	into	teaching,”	Clements	says.17	Utah’s	
Electronic	High	School	 also	 taps	public	 school	 retirees	 to	
teach	 its	 courses.	 Administrator	 Richard	 Siddoway	 notes	


























































“In online courses, the curriculum, 
the teacher’s daily lesson plans, 
the interaction in the classroom 
are all on display, available for 
capture and replication.”















































































































































































enrollments	 in	 virtual	 schools	 are	 difficult	 to	 obtain.	
The	 federal	 No	 Child	 Left	 Behind	 Act	 and	 many	 state	
accountability	systems	that	rate	schools	can’t	measure	the	
performance	of	many	virtual	schools.	Supplemental	online	
schools	 serve	mostly	 high	 school	 students	who	 typically	
take	 only	 a	 few	 online	 courses.	 As	 a	 result,	 measuring	
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the	 results	 of	 online	 learning	 against	 traditional	 public	
school	 instruction	 requires	students	 to	 take	standardized	
statewide	 end-of-course	 exams,	 and	 most	 states	 don’t	
administer	 such	 tests	 under	NCLB	
or	 their	 state	 testing	 systems.	 The	
Advanced	 Placement	 program	
offers	such	tests,	as	do	a	few	states	
for	 some	 courses.	 But	 such	 tests	
are	not	widespread	enough	to	offer	















































































Without efforts to ensure equal access 
among all students, virtual learning’s 
potential to serve students at all 
learning levels—especially those 
who are unsuccessful in traditional 
schools—will be lost.
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Policy Recommendations
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Appendix. State Virtual School Student Enrollment 2005–06
School Enrollment School Enrollment
Utah:	The	Electronic	High	School 49,391 Illinois	Virtual	High	School 	 1,964
Florida	Virtual	School 31,011 West	Virginia	Virtual	School 	 1,385
Virtual	High	School	(Massachusetts) 	 7,724 Colorado	Online	Learning 	 1,150
Nevada:	Clark	County	School	District	Virtual	High	
School
	 7,116 Wisconsin	Virtual	School* 	 1,200
Michigan	Virtual	High	School 	 7,073 Arkansas	Virtual	High	School 	 1,200
North	Dakota	Division	of	Independent	Study 	 5,662 Mississippi	Online	Learning	Institute	(now	
Mississippi	Virtual	Public	School)
	 1,082
Kentucky	Virtual	High	School 	 4,092 Hawaii	E-School* 	 	 700
North	Carolina	Virtual	Public	School 	 3,627 Iowa	Learning	Online 	 	 519
Louisiana	Virtual	School 	 2,800 Alabama	Online	High	School	(now	called	
Alabama	ACCESS)
	 	 406
Idaho	Digital	Learning	Academy 	 2,636 Maryland	Virtual	Learning	Opportunities	Program 	 	 332
University	of	California	College	Prep	Online 	 2,283 Missouri	Virtual	Public	School 	 	 N/A
Georgia	Virtual	School 	 2,143 Tennessee	(E4TN) 	 	 N/A
University	of	Oklahoma,	Independent	Learning	
High	School
	 2,126 South	Dakota	Virtual	High	School 	 	 N/A




consulted	two	reports,	John	Watson	and	Jennifer	Ryan,	Keeping Pace with K–12 Online Learning: A Review of State-Level Policy and Practice,	
Evergreen	Consulting	Associates,	2006	and	Report on State Virtual Schools,	Southern	Regional	Education	Board,	August	2006,	for	definitions	and	
additional	cross-checking	of	enrollment	numbers.
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Statistics,	Distance Education Courses for Public Elementary 






















4	 I.	Elaine	Allen	and	Jeff	Seaman,	Making the Grade: Online 
Education in the United States, 2006	(Needham,	Mass.:	The	
Sloan	Consortium,	November	2006).
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32	Augenblick,	Palaich,	&	Associates,	Costs and Funding of 
Virtual Schools,	October	2006.















Assembly,	along	with	Guide to Teaching Online Courses	and	




Their	Schools.”	Excerpted	in	A Synthesis of New Research 











45	National	Education	Association,	Guide to Teaching Online 
Courses.
46	Learning	Point	Associates,	The Effects of Distance Education 








































James	Bodgen,	Cyber Charter Schools: A New Breed in the 
Education Corral,	(National	Association	of	State	Boards	of	
Education,	2003);	Glenn	Cook,	The Cyber Charter Challenge,	
(American	School	Board	Journal,	2002);	Luis	A.	Huerta	and	
Maria	Fernanda	Gonzalez,	Cyber and Home School Charter 
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Online	High	School	Available	Statewide,”	Milwaukee Journal 
Sentinel,	December	24,	2006;	Stephanie	Banchero,	“Teacher	
Union	Sues	Over	Cyber	School,”	Chicago Tribune,	October	5,	
2006;	“Virtual	Schools	Offer	Diploma	Programs,”	United Press 
International,	July	14,	2006.
56	“Missouri	Virtual	Instruction	Program:	Ticket	to	Mediocrity,”	
Home	School	Legal	Defense	Association	Web	site,	April	
11,	2007,	available	online	at	http://www.hslda.org/hs/state/
mo/200704110.asp.
